Introduction
Language previously used in early special education reflects the way disabilities and disorders were seen in former periods. This chapter considers such historical language and looks at changes in terminology over time in various types of disabilities and disorders, especially in the United States and England. The chapter examines possible reasons for name changes, such as shifting aspirations towards special students.
Historical changes
To understand the nature of historical changes, one must consider the nature and remit of history. Essentially, history is a branch of knowledge systematically examining evidence of the past. It records facts such as events and analyses, interprets, explains, or comments on them. Historians present empirical evidence, put forward causal arguments and hypotheses, and offer plausible explanations of events and situations. They interrogate primary or secondary source material. Debate circulates about the extent to which history is more scientific or artistic in its methods. Some claim that history has much in common with craft learning and skill development (White, 1995, p. 243) .
By historical changes, I mean ones that take place over decades (or longer) in which some kind of pattern or trend can be discerned. Changes over time are considered to relate to intelligible shifts in the terms used for aspects of special education and disabilities. Gradual social realisation that deaf individuals do not invariably lack speech would be expected to parallel a decline in the use of the phrase 'deaf and dumb'.
In the US, categories of disability were amended in 1997 (20 United States Code 1402, 1997) under federal law to be followed by 'designated disability codes'. These codes referred to being 'mentally retarded', which is further partitioned into mild, moderate, severe, and profound mental retardation. In England (Department for Education and Skills, 2005, passim), the equivalent terms are moderate, severe, and profound 'learning difficulties'. South Australia (Government of South Australia Department of Education and Children's Services, 2007) uses the term 'global developmental delay'. More recently, an alternative expression used in the US, as well as some other countries, is 'intellectual disability'.
The provision for individuals considered to have intellectual disability today involved many changes in understanding and terminology. General terms such as 'feeble-minded', 'mental deficiency', and 'mental defectiveness' were used. Particular levels of intellectual disability were indicated in expressions such as 'idiot', 'imbecile', and 'moron'.
In England, these terms are reflected in reports, commissions and acts of parliament, and in the names of institutions. The Idiots Act passed in 1886 allowed existing institutions to admit 'idiot children' if parents wished it. Three years later, the Egerton Commission reported on the education of the blind and the deaf and dumb, also making recommendations for idiots, imbeciles, and the feeble-minded. The 1913 Mental Deficiency Act concerned the identification of 'defective' children through the 'mental deficiency committee'. An asylum for 'idiots' opened in Highgate in London in 1847 and another in Colchester in 1859, while the Darenth School (from 1878) provided for 'imbeciles'. In Sandlebridge, Cheshire, a residential school for the 'feeble-minded' started in 1902.
'Mental deficiency' and modern definitions
In England, the 1913 Mental Deficiency Act provided definitions of 'mental deficiency' in general and different levels of 'deficiency' in particular. Mental deficiency was defined as ' ... a condition of arrested or incomplete development of mind'. As well as 'moral defective', which did not concern cognitive impairment, mental deficiency comprised the categories: idiot, imbecile, and moron.
